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Slusser: Women of Tampa Bay: A Photographic Essay

WOMEN OF TAMPA BAY:
A PHOTO ESSAY
by Cathy Slusser

Who were the history makers of the Tampa Bay area? If you ask any Tampa or Florida history
class this question, you will hear such names as Colonel George Mercer Brooke, Hector Braden,
H. B. Plant, C. Perry Snell, Governor Park Trammel, or “Doc” Webb. A student will rarely
mention the names of historically important females, and even Bertha Honoré Palmer, a woman
who greatly influenced Sarasota's history, is remembered as Mrs. Potter Palmer.
Though often relegated to the background of Florida’s history, women played an integral part
in settling and developing the region. In the mid-1800s, men such as Brooke and Braden arrived
in the new territory accompanied by their wives. Women worked side by side with their
husbands to build houses, clear land, and plant fields. A few women even chose and claimed
land without the assistance of a husband. Others operated boarding houses, bakeries and dairy
farms to supplement their families’ incomes. During this early period of settlement, the scarcity
of doctors created widespread dependance on nurses and midwives, particularly in periods of
epidemic.
At the turn of the century, as towns and cities developed, women found more opportunities for
employment. Though society emphasized the importance of motherhood and housewifery, many
women were either forced or chose to seek employment outside the home. A growing population
and a ready pool of laborers attracted industries to the Tampa Bay area and provided further jobs
for women.
Though leisure time was often rare, the area’s women took advantage of opportunities for
relaxation as well as time to meet with other women. While the amount of time and availability
of activities varied, events such as sing-a-longs, musicales, quilting bees, church socials and
women’s club meetings provided an outlet for and an opportunity to make friends, share ideas,
and receive encouragement.
Throughout history, women’s role has been complex. It is not easy to generalize about the
female experience in Tampa Bay area, because every woman’s life was different. Who were the
history makers of Tampa Bay? Our answer should include women, whether they were occupied
as teachers, nurses, switchboard operators, shopkeepers, bank tellers, homemakers or any other
job. The following photographs display individuals who worked to support and care for their
families, relaxed with friends, and organized civic improvements. These are the women of
Tampa Bay’s history.
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Through history, the most common role for women has been that of wife, mother and
housekeeper. In this position, they have helped carve out homes from the Florida wilderness. In
the early 1890s, Mrs. F. C. Whitaker posed with her son, Stuart, at the dock of their home at
Yellow Bluffs near Sarasota. The typical garb of a pioneer woman is revealed by this
photograph. Mrs. Whitaker’s wide brimmed bonnet, long sleeves, and gloves protected her
from the Florida sun while her simply-cut dress allowed her as much freedom as long skirts
could afford.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

Women worked alongside their husbands or fathers helping to clear the Florida woods and
create homes and farmland. Despite their encumbering dresses, Lina and Anna Hammer
assisted Magnus Hammer in cutting logs near Davenport in 1912.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.
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Known to us only as “Aunt Phoebe,” this resident of Egmont Key must have faced many
hardships as she struggled to care for her family on the small island outpost at the turn of the
century.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

Wearing the same garb as earlier pioneers, this woman helps grind cane and boil molasses in
1912.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Many women remained at home to care for their children. Mrs. B. F. Holland reads to her son,
Frank, and daughter, Virginia, at their house on East Sanford Street in Bartow. (c. 1900).
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

Though the novels and periodicals of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries glorified the role of motherhood,
in reality, childbirth often brought much
misery. The illness accompanying
pregnancy intensified in the Florida heat,
while many mothers and their children died
in childbirth. Midwives, such as Georgia
Willingham, a Glades County practical
nurse, helped to ease the pain and suffering
of childbirth, offered comfort and security
to expectant mothers, and ofter remained
with the mother for several days after the
child was born. Mrs. Willingham worked as
a midwife in Moore Haven and its
surrounding community for thirty years
and attended most births in that area
during that time.
Photograph courtesy of Beryl Bowden and Joy
Willingham Roberts.
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A study in contrasts, these two photographs
depict the changes that occurred in
housekeeping over twenty years. During the
1920s, Boca Grande women still did laundry
by hand in tubs of boiling water. By the
1940s, however, washing machines were in
widespread use in Lee County. After World
War II, industry switched from producing
war supplies to household appliances, and
women found more and more time available
for leisure activities.
Photograph courtesy of Marian Godown.
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Despite the demands placed upon them by home and children, many women did work outside of
the home. While some hoped to support their families, a few sought employment for the
freedom it provided them. Prior to the Civil War, most teachers in the South were men. During
the war and the years following it, women moved into this role. By July, 1893, when Polk
County teachers gathered at Summerlin Institute in Bartow to attend additional educational
courses, more than half of the participants were women.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

About 1920, this third grade class in Dade City posed dutifully with their teacher, Mrs.
Brewster.
Photography courtesy of the Pioneer Florida Museum.
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When Alexander Graham Bell invented the
telephone in the 1870s, he probably had no
idea how many jobs he would provide for
women who could work as switchboard
operators. In January, 1891, telephone
service first came to Tampa. Switchboard
operators such as the Peninsular Telephone
Company’s Elsie Hart, were the integral part
of this system.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough
County Public Library System.

Forty-two years later, the Peninsular Telephone Company still employed women as switchboard
operators. Although the switchboard had not changed much, the women’s working conditions
and mode of dress differed greatly.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Another field dominated by women was that of the librarian. This woman guarded the books of
the Carnegie Library in Palmetto (c. 1940).
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

Although today it is sometimes considered a “woman’s job,” the position of bank teller was
usually filled by men until recent years. In 1895, the sole female employee of the Exchange National Bank of Tampa posed with her male colleagues at their office on the northeast corner of
Franklin and Twigs.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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The faces of these 1922 Gordon Keller nursing school graduates appear solemn. Perhaps they
contemplated life as professionals away from the security of their school in Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

With the economic prosperity of the 1920s came more jobs for women in Florida’s industries. In
1924, most of the workers at the Eagle Lake Canning Factory in Polk County were women.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.
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Women of all ages operated the equipment at the Bradenton Laundry on Florida Avenue in
Bradenton (c. 1920s).
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

During the cigar industry’s Golden Jubilee celebrations in 1935 in Tampa, women cigar makers
stopped their work for a publicity photo.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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At the turn of the century, Florida’s women began forming women’s clubs patterned after
organizations formed earlier in the northern states. With the goal of improving their communities, these clubs made many contributions to the state. In 1915, the Auburndale Women’s
Club paid for a new school, and on September 8, its officers laid the cornerstone for the
building.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

Another women’s club, L’Union di Donne, (the Women’s Union of the Tampa Italian Club) held
a World War I rally in 1917.
Photograph courtesy of Gary Mormino.
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In 1931, members of the Italian Club gathered for a picnic.
Photograph courtesy of Gary Mormino.

Despite economic depression, members of the Bradenton Women’s Club raised enough money
to pay off the mortgage on their clubhouse on Virginia Drive and Manatee Avenue. Dressed in
colonial costumes, they gathered to celebrate the burning of this mortgage in 1933.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.
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Some women worked in family businesses. Here, members of the Coleman family await
customers in the dry goods department of the Coleman and Ferguson Store in Dade City.
Photograph courtesy of the Pioneer Florida Museum.

In 1903, female clerks at the O. Falk and Brother, dry goods and millinery store on Franklin
Street in Tampa, display merchandise for customers. Notice the cotton stockings, belts, and ties
hanging from the ceiling and the lace collars in the front showcase.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Grocery stores, bakeries, the Manatee River Journal, and other businesses in Bradenton hired
these young ladies to serve as “Advertising Girls” in the early 1900s. Marching in parades or
appearing at local functions, these women were forerunners of today’s poster girls.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

Dressed in their best finery, members of the Skipper family in Bartow await participation in a
parade. Even the youngest member of the family wears a wide brim hat which not only conformed to fashion’s dictates, but protected her from the Florida sun.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.
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Bertha Honore Palmer (on right) poses with friends on a visit to Osprey in 1909. Mrs. Palmer, a
wealthy socialite from Chicago, bought more than 80,000 acres of land in Manatee, Sarasota,
and Hillsborough Counties attracting other wealthy people to the area and stimulating growth
in Sarasota.
Photograph courtesy of Manatee County Historical Society.

By 1917, fashions had become a little more relaxed and these young women enjoyed modeling
their new bathing costumes at a beach near Bradenton.
Photograph courtesy of Manatee County Historical Society.
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Fashionably clad from head to toe, this woman patiently awaits a nibble on her fishing pole at
the C. N. Thompson Dock on Sarasota Bay during the early 1920s.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

Models for Maas Brothers Department Store posed in an Oakland car in front of Tampa’s
Coliseum in 1926.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Employees and patrons of Madam Himes Beauty Parlor participate in a promotion in the lobby
of the Tampa Theatre. The new Clara Bow hair cut was the rage in 1930, and Madam Himes
Beauty Parlor gave away free tickets to Clara Bow’s latest movie, “Love Among the
Millionaires,” to its customers.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

A cooking class for black women conducted by Blanche Armwood, Tampa’s first supervisor of
black schools. Miss Armwood is standing in the center left, wearing the high chef’s hat.
Photograph courtesy of Hazel Armwood Orsley.
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